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The "Sarvatobhadra" temple of the Vis n udharmottarapurn a  




   
 "Where in reality the Sarvatobhadra of the `Visnudharmottara' 
 was built and when, cannot be said as yet". 
  Stella Kramrisch, `The Hindu Temple', p. 421. 
 
In the winter of 1977-1978, as a third-year student of Indology in Leiden, I wrote a term paper on 
the temples described in the Visnudharmottarapurna. Now, thirteen years later, I would like to 
present this paper, thoroughly revised, to Prof. Heesterman once again. 
 
1. In spite of the fact that we find many descriptions of temples in the Sanskrit literature, it 
appeared hardly possible to identify the different varieties described in the texts with the remains 
of actual temples and this is quite understandable. For a successful identification, the following 
requirements must be met: 
    1)  the description must not be too fragmentary; 
    2)  the text must contain the description of a real temple and not a fantasy of the author; 
    3)  the state of preservation of the archaeological remains must allow identification; 
    4) the chronology of the text and the chronology of the remains of the temple must correlate. 
 
 It does not often occur that all these requirements can be met. The archaeological remains 
are too scanty and often too damaged while the descriptions of the temples found in the texts are 
in general too fragmentary, usually only containing the norm for the main proportions of the 
temple and a classification of different types, which is not enough for a successful identification. 
Nevertheless, sometimes an identification seems possible and in the present article I shall try to 
show that the temple described in the Visnudharmottarapurna under the name `Sarvatobhadra' 
is in reality the Visnu temple at Deogarh. 
 
2. The third khanda of the Visnudharmottarapurna (henceforth, the abbreviation VDh will be 
used for the third khanda of this text) consists of short treatises on Sanskrit and Prakrit grammar, 
metrics, poetics, dancing, singing, music, painting, iconography and architecture. These treatises 
are composed as a dialogue between the king Vajra, who poses the questions, and the mythical 
sage Mrkandeya, who gives the answers in the form of prescriptions. The temple architecture is 
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dealt with in three chapters: chapter 86 "Prsdalaksanam" (`The characteristics of the temples') 
presents the classification of a hundred temples; chapter 87 "Sarvatobhadraprsdalaksanam" 
(`The characteristics of the Sarvatobhadra temple') is dedicated to the description of the so-
called "Sarvatobhadra" temple; and, finally, chapter 88 "Smnyaprsdalaksanam" (`General 
characteristics of the temples') gives general information about temple proportions. The 
iconography is dealt with in chapters 44-85. 
 The only temple which is described in great detail is the Sarvatobhadra temple,1 
dedicated to the four emanations of Visnu (see below, section 6.1). Requirement 1) from section 
1 above does not present any problems: the author of the VDh meticulously describes the form of 
this temple and registers the iconography of the shrines. 
 
3. As to requirement 2), there are several indications that the author described a real temple. The 
description of the Sarvatobhadra temple is concluded by a lengthy eulogy (87.43-63) to the 
merits one gets when he builds this temple, worships gods there or even merely sees it. Here are 
some extracts: "One who builds such a temple in accordance with the prescriptions and always 
worships2 all gods is known as Cakravartin (the sovereign of the world) in the beginning of the 
Tretyuga, he resides in the heaven as long as he wishes and then he attains communion with 
Visnu. The man who has once worshipped all gods in this temple with all kinds of offers will 
certainly get the benefit of the gift of the three worlds and without any doubt will attain whatever 
he desires. As soon as the very beautiful temple with its Cakras and Patkas becomes visible, the 
calamities disappear. Undoubtedly, anyone who enters it is not susceptible to disease, sudden 
death, calamity. Demons have no power over him... The king in whose dominion this temple is 
built remains in the heaven of Indra and rejoices for a long time... No harm should be done to 
this divine object. The king or his representative who does this goes to the terrible hell together 
with his sons, cattle and relatives and his position in this world will certainly vanish ...". 
 The temple is so precisely described and its merits are so eloquently praised that one gets 
the impression that the author saw the Sarvatobhadra temple himself. The special importance of 
this particular temple for the author of the VDh also emerges from the fact that he did not include 
this temple in the classification of hundred temples, but described it in a separate chapter. He 
definitely wanted to indicate that the Sarvatobhadra temple is something unique. 
 
                                                        
1 The name can be interpreted in two ways: either, literally, `auspicious on all sides', or, taking the technical 
meaning of bhadra into account, `with buttresses on each of the four sides' (cf. Kramrisch 1946: 419). In other 
Sstras we find the name Sarvatobhadra more than ten times (ibid.: 419ff), but there it is a name for one of the 
varieties of temples. 
2 The correct analysis of 87.44 (sarvesm devatnm tu nityam vihitapjanam / kalpam tretyugasydau cakravarty 
abhidhyate) is given by Priyabala Shah (1958: 408), inspite of her wrong translation in 1961: 213. In 44c one has to 
read kalpan, the nom.sg. of the participle `performing', instead of the attested kalpam, which makes no sense. 
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As all treatises in the VDh are presented in the form of prescriptions, it need not surprise 
us that the description of the Sarvatobhadra temple looks as if it were an instruction on how to 
build it. It is noteworthy, however, that Mrkandeya hardly allows any alternatives in this 
instruction. Once (87.17-18) he says that the image of Vsudeva in the main shrine should face 
the east or the west and no other direction, but then he adds: vsudevadisam ctra prvm rjan 
prakalpayet // tasys caivnusrena disah syt parikalpan `O king, one should consider the 
direction of Vsudeva to be the east. The order [of the deities] should be in conformity with this 
direction'. And, indeed, in the following placement of the deities Vsudeva occupies the east 
while the place of the other gods is given in relation to Vsudeva's position. If the prototype of 
the Sarvatobhadra temple faced the east, this reservation would not be necessary. Therefore, it 
seems probable that in the real temple Vsudeva stood with his face not to the east as one would 
expect, but to the west. 
 The only other free choice in Mrkandeya's instruction is given for the iconography of 
another temple, which should be built in the courtyard of the main temple. In the niches of the 
enclosure around this temple one should put manifestations of Visnu or all classes of gods in the 
proper order (see below, section 6.9). Here, too, it seems plausible to assume that the author 
expected the placement of manifestations of Visnu in a Visnu temple, but, in reality, he found 
different classes of gods installed in the niches. 
 In view of these considerations we may assume that while describing his Sarvatobhadra 
temple the author of the VDh had a real temple in mind, a temple which he himself saw and 
admired. 
 
4. Both requirements concerning the text being met, we can turn to the archaeological remains of 
the temple which I believe to be the prototype of the Sarvatobhadra temple of the VDh. In the 
secondary literature this temple is usually called the Gupta temple or the Dasvatra temple 
("The temple of ten avatras of Visnu", which is an unfortunate name) at Deogarh (Jhnsi 
District, Uttar Pradesh). The first scientific description of this temple is Cunningham's report 
(1880: 104ff), where he described the remnants and proposed a reconstruction of the ground 
plan. He recognized that this temple was built during the Gupta period and was dedicated to 
Visnu. In 1917-18, Daya Ram Sahni excavated the platform of the temple and found the remains 
of four shrines in the corners of the platform. In 1952, Vats published a complete description of 
the remains of the temple, providing measurements, drawings of the elevation and of the ground 
plan, a description of its iconography and an isometric projection of the reconstructed temple. 
 It is clear that requirement 3) is also fulfilled, as the remains of this temple are sufficient 
to allow identification. 
 
5. The date of the VDh and of the Deogarh temple (requirement 4) cannot be determined with 
certainty, but the limits are clear. Priyabala Shah gives as the most probable date for the VDh the 
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period between ca. 450 and 650 A.D. (1958: XXVI). Stella Kramrisch believes that "the chapters 
of the Vishnudharmottara dealing with painting must have been compiled in the seventh century, 
contemporary with the latest paintings of Ajanta" (1928: 5). Gail (1977: 159ff.) assumes that the 
first two khandas of the VDh were compiled around 600, whereas the third khanda is of a later 
date. Pal (1981: 14 and fn. 9) also dates the Visnudharmottara with the seventh century. 
 The exact date of the Deogarh temple has also been disputed. Cunningham (1880: 110) 
thought that it could not be placed earlier than A.D. 600 or later than 700, but other investigators 
presumed an earlier date: Brown (1976: pl. XLI) dated the temple at circa 500 A.D. and Vats 
(1952: 10f.) ascribed it to the early part of the sixth century A.D. Recently, Joanna Williams 
(1982: 132) suggested that there were two campaigns in the carving, which is indicated by "the 
unusually large number of unfinished portions in the sculpture of the temple": the first at about 
500, the second roughly 520 to 550. Anyhow, it seems safe to assume that the temple was 
completed in the first half of the sixth century A.D. (cf. Williams 1982: 132 fn. 98 for an 
overview of different opinions). 
 It is therefore clear that, as far as the chronology is concerned, the Deogarh temple could 
be the prototype of the Sarvartobhadra temple of the VDh. It seems reasonable to assume that the 
Deogarh temple for many centuries remained in high esteem in North India. 
 
6. Now we may try to compare the description of the Sarvatobhadra temple in the VDh with the 
actual remains or the proposed reconstructions of the Deogarh temple. Chapter 87 of the VDh, 
where the Sarvatobhadra temple is described, does not provide any proportions as these are 
treated in chapter 88, which deals with characteristics and proportions valid for all temples. If not 
otherwise stated, the text of the VDh is given in accordance with the edition of Priyabala Shah. 
 
6.1. The dedication. 
 
Sarvatobhadra. The main shrine is dedicated to the four aspects of Visnu as follows from the first 
sloka of the chapter, viz. 
 
87.1 prsdam atha vaksymi sarvatobhadrasamjn~itam 
 caturtm harir yatra kartavyo jagatpate 
 "I shall tell you now about the temple, known as "Sarvatobhadra", where Hari in his four-
fold aspect should be placed, o king".  
 
The term caturtm is most probably used here in the sense of the more usual caturvyha 
`of four aspects, emanations', the doctrine of the quadripartite divine nature of Visnu-Krsna in 
its classical form. 
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 The VDh (87.14-39) gives the iconographical program of the whole temple, precisely 
indicating which shrine should be dedicated to which deity and which images should be placed 
on the panels around the platform. As chapters 44-85 provide vast information about the 
iconography of every deity and his attributes, we can get some impression of the essential 
iconographical points of the Sarvatobhadra temple. A detailed study of the iconography of the 
Sarvatobhadra temple and a comparison with that of the Deogarh temple must, however, be 
reserved for another occasion. [[Cf. now A. Lubotsky, The iconography of the Visnu temple at 
Deogarh and the Visnudharmottarapurāna. Ars Orientalis 26 (1996), 65-80.]] 
 
Deogarh. There can be no doubt that the Deogarh temple is dedicated to Visnu. This is indicated 
by a relief above the doorway (the so-called laltabimba), which depicts Visnu sitting on the 
serpent Ananta with Laksm carressing his foot and with two manifestations of Visnu, Nara-
simha (Man-Lion) and Vmana (dwarf), to his right and left, respectively. The reliefs in broad 
and deep niches on the other three sides represent Visnu as a warrior liberating the King of the 
Elephants (gajendramoksa) at the north, Visnu in the form of two sages Nara and Nryana at 
the east, and Visnu sleeping on the serpent Ananta (the so-called anantasayana), engaged in the 
act of creation, at the south. 
 It seems probable to me that the four sides of the temple are dedicated to the four aspects 
of Visnu: the entrance to Vsudeva, the Gajendramoksa side to Samkarsana, the destructive 
aspect of Visnu, the Naranryana side to Pradyumna, the preserving aspect of Visnu, and the 
Anantasayana side to Aniruddha, the creative aspect of Visnu. I hope to discuss the details 
elsewhere. 
 
6.2. The orientation. 
 
Sarvatobhadra. As already indicated above (section 3), the VDh allows two alternatives for the 
orientation of the Sarvatobhadra temple: "the image of Vsudeva should face the east or the west 
and no other direction. One should consider the direction of Vsudeva as the east. The order [of 
the deities] should be in conformity with this direction". If the prototype had faced the east, this 
reservation would have been unnecessary, which seems to indicate that the prescribed orientation 
was the east, but, in reality, the temple faced the west. 
 
Deogarh. The Deogarh temple faces the west, but not exactly. It is slightly turned towards the 
south in such a way that the last rays of the setting sun could shine on the image in the main 
shrine (see fig. 1). The orientation to the west was not unusual for temples with a "dark" shrine 
(cf. Kramrisch 1946: 272). It is important that the so-called "Varha" temple (see below, section 
6.7), is oriented to the east, and its reliefs, being practically identical to the reliefs of our temple 
are also facing the opposite directions. The temple is turned, as it were, 180 degrees, which is in 
conformity with the prescription of the VDh: the direction of Vsudeva is the east, and the 
placement of the other gods depends on it. 
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6.3. The platform. 
 
Sarvatobhadra. According to the VDh, the platform or the plinth of the Sarvatobhadra temple 
must be square (87.2a caturasr). From chapter 88 we further learn that the temple platforms 
should be very high: 
 
88.6cd trtyam amsam vasudh trtymsah katir bhavet 
88.7ab man~jar ca trtymsah prsdasya mahbhuja 
 "The platform (vasudh) should make up one third of [the total height of] the temple, the 
outer wall (kati) one third and the man~jar (a type of superstructure) one third, o king".  
 
As the Sarvatobhadra temple does not have a man~jar superstructure, but a spire-like 
sikhara (see below, section 6.8), the division of height in three equal pieces is irrelevant. Still, the 
platform and the outer wall are probably of the same height. 
 This prescription concerning the division of the temple height in three equal segments 
may have been taken over from another treatise on the architecture, as it is also mentioned in the 
Brhatsamhit (VarBrS LVI.11) written by Varhamihira in the first half of the sixth century A.D. 
(for the date cf. Kern 1865: 4). 
 The width of the platform is three times the width of the temple, cf. 
 
88.9ab vasudhsan~caro rjan katyamsadvitayena tu 
 "O king, the area for walking (san~cara) of the platform [measures] two parts of the outer 
wall (kati)".3 
 
I take san~cara to mean `the ambulatory, the area for walking', i.e. the length (=width) of 
the platform minus the length (=width) of the temple. Therefore, the length/width of the platform 
is three times the length/width of the kati. 
 The platform must be surrounded by an enclosure: 
 
87.3 esm prsthe jagatyrdhvam prkram vinivesayet 
 sarvatra mekhalkram tatrpi vinivesayet 
 "Behind them (the shrines on the platform, see below), perpendicular to the platform one 
should make an enclosure (prkra). One should make there on every side a kind of a 
girdle (mekhal)". 
 
 We can learn even more particulars about this enclosure if we look at the classification of 
the hundred temples in chapter 86. The Sarvatobhadra temple belonged to the group of the so-
called mandapa-temples, i.e. temples with porticoes, for which see below, section 8. The main 
temple of this group is called Rjarja, and the text says about its platform: 
                                                        
3 I do not understand why Priyabala Shah (1958: 249 and 408) wants to emend the text to katyamse hi tathaiva tu, 
which does not make any sense. 
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86.106ab  prkre jnudaghndhy yasyaik jagat bhavet  
  c  prsdatryamsatuly tu ... 
 "There should be only one vast platform, reaching up to the knee in [its] enclosure and 
equal to one third of the temple".  
 
The meaning of prkre jnudaghn seems to be that the enclosure must reach up to the 
knee when one stands on the platform. This passage has been misunderstood both by Priyabala 
Shah and Stella Kramrisch. Priyabala Shah (1961: 204) translates: "Rjarja temple... should be 
in an enclosure. One Jagat of the main temple reaches upto the knee and is equal to one-third of 
the temple", which is of course nonsense. Stella Kramrisch (1946: 417) assumes that there were 
two platforms: "It has one lower and wider Jagat which is as high as the knee, below, and in 
addition to, the Jagat proper, whose height is one-third of the Prsda". The text, however, 
explicitly states that this group of temples has only one platform, in contrast to the previous 
group with more platforms, which renders this interpretation impossible. 
 
Deogarh. "The plinth (= platform, AL)... measures 55'6" square... Though very much ruined, the 
plinth must, no doubt, have risen to the level of the doorstep of the shrine which is about 9 feet 
above the moonstones at the bottom of the flights of the steps. Over this, the parapet would have 
risen to another 2 feet as shown in the conjectural restoration (cf. fig. 2, AL). Numerous pieces 
of its coping are stacked in the compound... The vertical height of the terrace at the bottom of the 
door-sill of the sanctum would thus work to about 9'10" above the moonstones and along the 
parapet to some 9'7" by allowing a slope of 3"." (Vats 1952: 5). 
 It is clear that the platform was very high and on Vats' isometric projection the height of 
the platform is equal to the height of the outer wall. The enclosure mentioned by the VDh 
corresponds with the parapet in Deogarh. "As the parapet round the plinth also accomodated a 
smaller series of panels about 1'2" high it must have arisen above the terrace by the height of the 
coping which is 1'6"" (Vats, ib.). This 1'6" (ca. 45 cm) is exactly what is meant by the VDh as 
"reaching up to the knee". 
 As far as the area of the platform is concerned, it has already been noticed by 
Cunningham that "the whole occupies 9 equal squares, of which the temple itself forms the 
middle square, while the remaining 8 squares form a terrace" (1880: 105). The outer wall of the 
temple measures 18'6" x 18'6", so that the length/width of the kati is exactly one third of that of 
the platform (55'6"). 
 




87.4cd catussu diksu sopnam mekhalym nivesayet 
87.5ab sopnas tryamsavistro mekhalyh prakrtitah 
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 "On the four sides a staircase [leading] to the girdle must be made. The width of the 
staircase is proclaimed to be one third of that of the girdle".4  
 
The fact that the staircase must lead to the girdle indicates that the staircase must begin 
outside the platform. It seems probable that the girdle was erected not only along the platform, 
but also along both sides of the staircase. The staircase must therefore be rather broad. This is 
corroborated by a passage from chapter 88 
 
88.9cd astamena tath hno madhye sopna isyate 
 "The staircase should be placed in the middle and be 1/8 less [in width than the kati]".  
 
This prescription about the width of the staircase corresponds to another passage in the 
VDh, viz. 86.6cd katimlstabhgonah 5 sopnavistaro bhavet "The width of the staircase should 
be 1/8 less than the bottom of the kati". 
 Further information about the staircase is given in 
 
88.10  samasamkhyam 6 tu kartavyam sopnam nityam eva tu 
 ntyartham samkatam kryam na vistrnam tathaiva ca 
 "The staircases should always consist of the same number [of steps]. They should be 
neither too dense, nor expanded".  
 
The meaning of this sloka seems to be that the staircase becomes samkata- `narrow, 
dense' when there are too many steps, while it becomes vistrna- `expanded, large, broad' when 
there are too few steps. 
 
Deogarh. Four broad staircases, beginning outside the platform, lead to the temple. All staircases 
have half-round bases, the so-called moonstones, which are not mentioned by the VDh. Vats 
does not provide the measurements of the staircases, while on the plan of the temple drawn by 
Cunningham the width of the staircases is given as 15'6". It is less than 7/8 of the width of the 
temple (7/8 from 18'6" is ca. 16'2"), but Cunningham's figure is probably incorrect. At that time 
the platform had not yet been excavated, and he could not exactly measure the staircase. 
According to the ground plan of Vats, the width of the staircase must be ca. 16'6"-17', which is a 
satisfactory approximation of the VDh norm. 
 As to the proportion of the width of the staircase to the parapet, I could only try to 
determine it on the basis of the ground plan given by Vats (his pl. II). I arrived at ca. 50' for the 
                                                        
4 tryamsa- can mean `one third', cf. astmsa- `one eighth' in 86.9. The author of the text often uses a wrong gender, 
cf. 88.6c amsam, 86.25 dvrah, etc., which may account for the masculine gender of sopna- (instead of the neuter). 
5 I adopt the reading of manuscripts A and B instead of  bhgena in the edition of Priyabala Shah. 
6 Priyabala Shah has already proposed to emend samasamkye to samasamkhyam (cf. samasamkyam tu kartavyam 
sopnam in 86.7ab). Writing -e instead of -am is a typical palaeographic mistake. 
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length of the parapet on one side, which would be exactly three times the width of the staircase, 
if it were 16'8". Here, too, the approximation seems acceptable. 
 
6.5. The shrines on and around the platform. 
 
Sarvatobhadra. In addition to the main temple, there are thirty six minor shrines on and around 
the platform: twenty four on the platform (six on each side), four in the corners of the platform, 
and eight at the bottom of the staircases (two shrines at every staircase). First, the description of 
the shrines on the platform is given: 
 
87.2cd tasym garbhagrhh kry vimsatis caturuttarh  
     4ab prsdak mahrja caturvimsatir eva ca   
     5cd sopnobhayato rjan prsds te trayas trayah  
     6 bhavanti mekhalprsthe7 tad dau garbhamandiram 
 vimekhalam tu smnyam madhye tesm vimandapam  
     7 himavatsamjn~itau kryau tasya prsve vimekhalau 
 "Twenty four garbhagrhas (shrines, cellas) should be placed on it (on the platform). O 
great king, one should also erect twenty four small temples [around the shrines]. To the 
left and to the right of every staircase, o king, there are three temples against the girdle: in 
the middle first a temple of the "Smnya" type without a girdle and without porticoes 
(mandapa) and at its both sides two "Himavn" temples without a girdle". 
 
 There are thus six temples at every side of the platform: three to the left and three to the 
right of every staircase. Of these three temples, the one in the middle is of the Smnya type and 
is flanked by two Himvan temples. These types are mentioned among the hundred varieties in 
chapter 86. 
 The other shrines must be put as follows: 
87.7cd sopnamle prsde8 dve dve krye manorame 
     8 damstrdevakulkhye9 te smnykhye vimandape 
 tathaiva jagatprsthe kone devakulam nyaset 
 "At the bottom of every staircase two beautiful temples should be built. These so-called 
tusk-temples [should be] of the Smnya type without mandapas. Moreover, one should 
put a temple in the corner[s], against the platform". 
 
                                                        
7 As suggested to me by Dr. Ellen Raven, the expression mekhalprsthe (87.6a) probably means `against, close to 
the girdle' and not `behind the girdle', cf. also jagatprsthe `against the platform' in the following verse. 
8 The dual prsde shows the feminine ending. There are more of these wrong pairs in the VDh, cf. the nom.pl. 
sikharh to nom.sg. sikharam, nom.pl. dhrh to nom.sg. dvram, etc. See also fn. 2 above. 
9 The reading damstr- of mss. A, B, C, F (cf. the noot in Priyabala Shah 1958: 373) is preferable to the reading 
damstre adopted by Priyabala Shah. 
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Deogarh. As the platform is very ruined (see above, section 6.3), there are no traces of the 
shrines on the platform. There are likewise no traces of the "tusk-temples" on either side of the 
staircases, but one can still see that the steps were flanked by rather broad walls, which could 
contain small shrines. 
 As to the corner shrines, "excavation of the plinth carried out by Daya Ram Sahni 
revealed at each corner the existence of a small square shrine so that together with the central 
cella this temple constitutes the earliest example in northern India of the pan~cyatana type" (Vats 
1952: 5). Two shrines are facing the west, and two are facing the east. 
 
6.6. The main temple. The door and the shrine. 
 
Sarvatobhadra. In the description of this temple no proportions are given so for that purpose we 
must consult chapter 88, where we find the following figures about the door: 
 
88.2 dvram ca madhyamam tasya samadikstham prasasyate 
 dvram vistaratah kryam bhpala dvigunocchrayam  
    5 dvramnstabhgonm 10 pratimm tu sapindikm 
 dvau bhgau pratim tatra trtymsas ca pindik  
   7cd garbhapdena11 vistrnam tath dvram prasasyate 
 "It is commendable to place the central door of the temple in one of the cardinal points. 
The height of the door should be made double its width, o king. [One should make] the 
image together with the pedestal on 1/8 lower than the height of the door. The image 
[should be] two parts [of the whole] and the pedestal a third part. It is commendable to 
make the width of the door equal to 1/4 of [the width of] the shrine". 
 
 The same proportions are given in the description of the "Himavn" temple, the first 
temple of the hundred varieties: 
 
                                                        
10 5a bhagnm makes no sense, and I accept Priyabala Shah's emendation to bhgonm. The accusative in 5ab is 
strange. The passage of the VarBrS with the same proportions shows better syntax, cf. 56.16 dvramnstabhgon 
pratim syt sapindik dvau bhgau pratim tatra trtymsas ca pindik. 
11 88.7c garbham does not make sense. I emend it to garbha- on the basis of VarBrS 56.12cd garbhapdena 
vistrnam dvram dvigunam ucchritam `The door is 1/4 of the shrine in width and twice as high'. The proportions of 
the door are also dealt with in 88.6ab katir astamabhgonam dvre kryam vijnat, but this passage is syntactically 
impossible and must be emended. Instead of dvre one must certainly read dvram with the four mss. A, B, C, and F 
(cf. Priyabala Shah 1958: 373), but what is the meaning of the sentence? "One must make the outer wall equal to the 
door diminished on 1/8" does not make any sense. It seems to me that the meaning must be "The [width of the] door 
should be 1/8 of the outer wall", which would correspond to the other proportions: the door is 1/4 of the width of the 
shrine (VDh 88.7, VarBrS 56.12cd), while the width of the shrine is 1/2 of the temple (VarBrS 56.12ab). We must 
therefore emend astamabhgonam to astamabhgena and assume that the attested katir astama- instead of 
katyastamabhgena is due to a metrical licence. 
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86.9 dvrocchryas ca kartavyo devs cstmsasamyuth 
 vistram dvigunam ctra dvrocchryam tu krayet12 
 "The height of the door should be [that of] the deities increased by 1/8. One should make 
the height of the door double [its] width". 
 
 The proportions of the shrine can be found in 
 
88.8 bhittir garbhstabhgon tath kry vijnat 
 prsdocchryabhgena caturthena ca sasyate 
 "The [thickness of the] inner wall (bhitti) should be made by a wise man 1/8 less than [the 
width of] the shrine, and [its height] is proclaimed to be 1/4 of the height of the temple". 
 
 The meaning of bhitti (`inner wall, the wall of the shrine') follows from VarBrS 56.12ab 
vistrrdham bhaved garbho bhittayo 'nyh samantatah `The shrine should be 1/2 of the width 
[of the temple] and should have separate walls all around'. If our passage describes the section of 
the temple and thus the thickness of both walls is meant (which seems quite probable to me, 
otherwise the walls would be too thick), the proportions are slightly different from those of the 
VarBrS, the shrine being 8/15 of the width of the temple (G being the width of the garbha, we 
have the following equation: 7/8G + 1G = the width of the kati, or G = 8/15 kati). 
 
Deogarh. The door of the Deogarh temple faces west and measures 6'11" x 3'4½", i.e. its height 
is almost double its width, which corresponds with the norm of the VDh. The image is missing, 
so that its proportions cannot be verified. The shrine is square and measures 9'9" x 9'9". The 
width of the shrine is a little bit more than 8/15 of the width of the temple (ca. 18'4" instead of 
18'6"), but the difference seems negligible. 
 The only serious deviation from the norm of the VDh is the correlation between the width 
of the door and the width of the shrine. The text states that width of the door should be 1/4 of the 
width of the shrine, but in reality it is 1/3. It is probable, however, that the door was made of 
wood13 and consequently had a wooden frame. The door opening was then smaller and could 
have been 1/4 of the width of the shrine. 
 Vats does not give the height of the shrine, but from the section of the temple on his pl. 
III one arrives at approximately 13'6". According to the norm of the VDh, the height of the 
temple must be 4 x 13'6" = 44'. "Unfortunately, the summit is too ruined for its detailed shape to 
be made out, although its height when entire could not have been less than 40 feet" (Brown 
1976: 50). In the isometric projection of Vats the total height of the temple is appr. 45'. 
                                                        
12 Emendations proposed by Priyabala Shah for this sloka are unnecessary. The proportions are exactly the same as 
given in 88.2 and 88.5, which inspires confidence in the textual tradition. 
13 The VDh (88.3) prescribes that the door should be made of the wood of "Devakula" trees, should not be 
perforated, exuding moisture, or hollow. 
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6.7. The main temple. The porticoes. 
 
Sarvatobhadra. According to the description of the VDh, the temple had four mandapas, which is 
in this text a term for a (small) entrance hall, a portico: 
 
87.9 prsdo madhyamas ctra kartavyo mandapnvitah 
 catvro mandaps ctra kryh sikharasamsthith14 
  10 madhyaprsdakonesu tath mandapasandhisu 
 dvidvigarbhagrhn ramyn prsdn vinivesayet  
  11 ekaikam mandapam ctra dvratritayabhsitam 
 caturthe ca tath dvre devagarbhagrham bhavet  
  12ab mandapasya ca ye dvrh krys te stambhabhsith 
 "The central temple should be built with mandapas. There should be four mandapas with 
sikharas (curvilinear superstructure). In the corners of the central temple, in the junction 
of the mandapas one should build four beautiful temples with two shrines each. Every 
mandapa should be adorned with three doors. In the fourth door there should be a 
devagarbhagrha. The doors of the mandapa should be adorned with pillars". 
 
 It follows from the description that the mandapas are attached to the four sides of the 
temple. The meaning of devagarbhagrha is unclear. It seems to be a technical term and not 
simply `a shrine of the god', which does not make sense in this context. Possibly, devagarbha-
grha is an equivalent of devakostha `a niche with an image of a deity'. 
 
Deogarh. The question whether or not the Deogarh temple had porticoes has always been a 
matter of controversy. Already Cunningham (1880: 105f) suggested that on each of the four 
sides of the temple there was "a portico or veranda supported on four large pillars. Two of these 
pillars still remain complete, but fallen, and there are portions of two others of the same design 
lying on the edge of the terrace... High up on each wall there are the remains of four beams or 
architraves, which once projected from the building for the purpose of supporting a flat canopy 
over the sculpture in the niche below. A piece of one of these beams, between 3 and 4 feet long, 
still projects on the east side, and still carries a portion of its roofing-slab... It seems highly 
probable, therefore, that they must have supported the ends of the beams which projected from 
the four sides of the building. But this probability becomes almost a certainty when we find that 
the pillars are of exactly the same height as the pilasters of the niches containing the sculptures 
before which they were placed". 
                                                        
14 The reading sikharasamsthith `provided with sikharas', proposed by Priyabala Shah, gives better sense than the 
attested sikharasamjn~ith `known as sikharas'. 
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 Cunningham's reconstruction was accepted by Brown (1976: 50), but Vats (1952: 6f.) 
disagreed with it: "There are only two pillars ..., but the third is fragmentary... Had there been a 
porch on each side one would expect at least 8 pillars, a number of lintels, capitals and bases of 
pillars". He rather assumed that "the cantilever beams were strong enough by themselves to have 
adequately supported a 5' wide projecting canopy which would certainly have served the 
primary object of protecting the icons and the reliefs, while at the same time allowing the 
doorway and the great panels to remain in full view even from below the plinth". 
 Important evidence in favour of the portico has been brought up by Banerjee (1963), who 
pointed to many similarities between our temple and another Gupta temple at Deogarh, the so-
called "Varha" temple, dedicated to the boar-incarnation of Visnu. This Varha temple is built 
on a large platform, its kati is square (18'4" x 18'4") and has central projections at three sides. 
There is only one staircase, but it is very broad and has the same moonstone at the bottom, as in 
our temple. Moreover, the reliefs on all sides are almost identical with the reliefs of our temple. 
The doorway faces east, and in front of the doorway there are the remains of a portico, originally 
supported by two pillars. Banerjee (ib.: 42ff) argued for an early date of the Varha temple and 
assumed that this temple served as a model for the more elaborate and delicate later variant. The 
date of the Varha temple has been disputed (cf. Banerjee : 43), but even if the Varha temple is 
of a later date, which I doubt,15 this would not change the argument to any great extent. Both 
temples clearly belong to the same period (cf. Viennot 1976: 246), and whether the Varha 
temple is a model or a copy of our temple, the portico in the Varha temple strongly suggests the 
previous existence of porticoes in the other temple, too. 
 According to Banerjee (ib.: 40), further evidence is that "the idea of a mandapa on all the 
four sides around the miniature sikhara shrine... over the garbha-griha is clearly indicated in the 
later Kuraiya Bir temple, near Deogarh, situated two miles away on the forest road to Saipura en 
route to Lalitpur". 
 The description of the VDh points to the reconstruction of the four porticoes with two 
pillars each: for the door in the middle two pillars are needed, while the two side doors were 
formed by the same two pillars and the pilasters in the niches, if we assume that the author of the 
text made no difference between pillars and pilasters. As noticed by Cunningham, the four pillars 
"found on the platform are all square in section, and of the same style of ornamentation as the 
pilasters at the sides of the niches" (1880: 106). Moreover, the scenes depicted on the pillars 
allow to determine their original place. Vats' pillar No. 1 with four scenes showing a male with 
two females (Vats 1952: 27f. and plates XII-XIV) must have stood before the Gajendramoksa 
                                                        
15 The position of the river goddesses Gang and Yamun at the bottom of the door-posts may be an indication of 
the later date of the Varha temple (cf. Viennot 1964: 165). On the other hand, the fact that these goddesses are 
depicted without a vhana, rather points to an early date of this temple (cf. Viennot 1964: 2, Banerjee 1963: 42). 
Also the fact that the image of Nrvarha has only two arms points to the period before the beginning of the sixth 
century (cf. Gail 1977: 148). 
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niche, the pilasters of which are adorned with similar scenes. All scenes on the medallions of 
pillar No. 2 (Vats 1952: 29) take place in a grove or under a tree, which points to the realm of 
ascetics. On one of the sides we see the same two bearded ascetics as on the Naranryana niche 
and it seems probable that this pillar belongs there. The round pillars possibly stood before the 
entrance, so that more sun could get into the shrine. 
 The text says that "in the fourth door (of the mandapa) there should be a 
devagarbhagrha". If we assume that devagarbhagrha is a term for a niche, the niches of the 
Deogarh temple exactly correspond to the description of the VDh. Note that the niches of the 
Deogarh temple are made in the form of doors, adorned with door-posts and lintels. 
 The only discrepancy between the text and the remains of the Deogarh temple is the total 
absence of any traces of the "junction" temples. However, as Joanna Williams remarked (1982: 
131, fn.96 and p.136), "there are several round columns in the godown, as well as enough other 
fragments to suggest the existence of a second sixth-century shrine". There are thus reasons to 
believe that more small temples stood on the platform. The previous existence of the "junction" 




6.8. The main temple. The superstructure. 
 
Sarvatobhadra. The author of the VDh reports that the superstructure of the main shrine and of 
the mandapas has the form of a sikhara. This is the term for a specific curvilinear spire, ending 
with a round cogged ring stone, the malaka, and a pinnacle. The sikharas are richly adorned 
with kuharas, "round niches in which an image is carved" (Kramrisch 1946: 416 fn.7), and with 
gavksas, "attic windows forming a tracery which is cast like a net (jla) over them" (Kramrisch 
ib.: 214). The sikhara of the temple is described as follows: 
 
87.12cd prsdasysya sikhar bhavanty evam navaiva tu 
87.13   ucchritam navamam srngam tulyam syc chikharstakam 
   madhyamam sikharam tatra kryam sikharavarjitam 
87.14   rpakair vividhair yuktam na mundam na ca slavat 
  astau tu sikhars tatra kartavyh kuharnvitah 
87.15   jlgavksakopetaih kuharaih nrpa bhsith 
  sarvatra sikharh karyh subhmalakasrakh 
87.16   sacakrh sapatks ca sadhvajs ca nardhipa 
   khe'bhisakta16 ivbhti prsdo 'yam samucchritah 
                                                        
16 Both Kramrisch (1946: 419) and Priyabala Shah (1961: 206) translate `crowned in the sky', i.e. as if the text had 
khe'abhisiktah. The attested khe'bhisaktah must mean something like `clinging to the sky, directed to the sky'. 
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  "This temple has nine sikharas. The ninth pinnacle should be high, the eight [others] 
should be alike. The middle sikhara should be made without [further] sikharas. It should 
be decorated with various images and be not [blunt like a] bald head and not [sharp] like 
a spear. The eight sikharas should be made with kuharas. O king, the sikharas on all sides 
should be adorned with kuharas furnished with jlagavksakas, and with beautiful 
malakas, with wheels, flags and banners. This temple rising high looks like reaching for 
the sky". 
 
Deogarh. "Of the early sikhara type the only lithic example extant in Northern India is the Gupta 
temple at Deogarh... In essence, the Gupta temple appears to have been a straight-edged pyramid 
built in recessing tiers, the large projection in the centre of each side, which accomodates a broad 
but deeply recessed niche enclosed by pilasters, being carried up the spire on which the principal 
decorative element is the chaitya-window [= gavksa, AL] motif still extant on the east for a part 
of its heights" (Vats 1952: 4). 
 As a matter of course, the superstructure of the porticoes cannot be verified, but as many 
segments of copings and many malakas have been preserved (cf. for instance the photograph in 
Vats 1952: pl. XXVId), it is possible that the mandapas were adorned with sikharas. 
 




87.40 evamvidhe 'tra prsde vistrnam ajiram bhavet 
 toyair akrtrimair divyais subandhair upasobhitam 
  41 dvrapls catasras tu tatah kry vijnat 
 prsdo dvraslkhyas samarpo manoharah 
  42 srenigats ca prkre kry garbhaguhh subhh 
 prdurbhvn nyaset tesu visnor amitatejasah 
  43ab atha v prthivasrestha sarvn devagann kramt 
 "In such a temple the courtyard should be extensive and adorned with natural and celes-
tial waters properly banked. A wise man should make there four doorkeepers and a beau-
tiful temple with the common form of the Dvrasla type. In the rampart the beautiful 
garbhaguhas (caves with shrines) should be made in a row. One should put there 
manifestations of Visnu of infinite glory or all groups of gods in the proper order, o the 
best of kings". 
 
Deogarh. As follows from a footnote in Vats' book (1952: 7, fn.1), there was a "smaller Gupta 
temple 56' north of the main temple of which only a few courses of the basement have been 
revealed by excavation". Meister, Dhaky and Krishna Deva (1988: 50) mention remnants of even 
two coeval shrines in the neighborhood of the temple. 
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7. The correspondences between the form and proportions of the Sarvatobhadra temple and of 
the Visnu temple at Deogarh are so evident that they cannot be due to chance. Theoretically, it is 
conceivable that the Deogarh temple could have been built in accordance with the prescriptions 
of the VDh, but, since the temple was built in the early sixth century and the VDh was written in 
the late seventh or even eighth century, it is clear that the Sarvatobhadra temple of the VDh is a 
description of the Visnu temple at Deogarh. The fact that the VDh described the Deogarh temple 
as the most beautiful and auspicious temple bears witness to the prestige of this temple even two 
centuries after it was completed. 
 
8. As a kind of appendix, I would like to discuss some other temples with porticoes included by 
the VDh in its classification of the hundred varieties of temples. These temples constitute a 
separate group (the eighth group of temples, according to the analysis of Stella Kramrisch 1946: 
416f.) and are dealt with in 86.103ff. I shall limit myself to the first seven temples of this group. 
 
86.103cd pan~cabhih sikharair justas caturbhih api mandapaih  
  104 dvrais caturbhih samyuktah kailsah parikrtitah 
 trimekhalas trisrngas ca trikto nma visrutah  
  105 srngenaikena samyuktas caturbhir api mandapaih 
 caturdvrah smrtas saumyah prsdah sumanoharah 
 "[A temple] provided with five sikharas, four porticoes, and four doors is known as 
Kailsa. [A temple] with three girdles and three pinnacles (srnga) is called Trikta. A 
beautiful temple with one pinnacle, four porticoes, and four doors is known as Saumya". 
 
  106 prkre jnudaghndhy yasyaik jagat bhavet 
 prsdatryamsatuly tu tryamsatuly tath katih 
  107 sikharah kuharopeto nnrpakabhsitah 
 ekamandapasamyuktas tdrsaih suramandiraih 
  108 svalpair vidiksu samyuktas caturbhir tu vimandapaih17 
 sopnamle samyukto dvbhym eva nardhipa  
109ab prsdo rjarjkhyo mukhyo 'yam parikrtitah 
 "The eminent temple of the name Rjarja has one vast platform, reaching up to the knee 
in [its] enclosure and equal to one third of the temple, a kati also equal to one third [of the 
temple], and a sikhara with niches (kuhara) and adorned with various images. [This 
temple] is provided with one portico, four small temples of the same type at the 
intermediate directions without porticoes, and with two [temples] at the bottom of the 
staircase".  
                                                        
17 This reading is found in manuscripts A and B. Priyabala Shah has opted for caturbhir bhuvi mandapaih (ms. C 
and the edition of the Venkatesvara Press), which does not make sense. 
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This description perfectly suits the Varha temple at Deogarh (cf. Banerjee 1963), with 
the only exception of the intermediate temples which have disappeared. 
 
 109cd prsde rjarjkhye catvro yadi mandaph  
 110 sarve sikharahnh syus tasya sopnamlagh 
 astau devagrhni syuh sa bhaved dharandharah  
 111 mandapaih sikharopetair vimnkhyah sa vai bhavet 
 vidiksu yatra prsds catvro mandapntare  
 112 mandaps sikharopet madhyaman~jarsamyukth 
 navabhih sikharair esa prsdah surard bhavet 
 "If the temple of the Rjarja-type has four porticoes without sikharas, then it should 
have eight temples at the bottom of the staircases. [The name of] this temple is 
Dharandhara. If the porticoes do have sikharas, then the temple is [called] Vimna. If the 
four intermediate temples are placed in between the porticoes provided with sikharas and 
man~jar in the middle, then this temple with nine sikharas is called Surart". 
 
 This classification is very instructive because it shows the connection between the 
number of staircases and the number of porticoes. Temples with one staircase have one portico, 
whereas temples with four staircases have four porticoes. This is one more indication that the 
temple at Deogarh had four porticoes. It further follows that the Sarvatobhadra temple belongs to 
the Surart-type, but, in addition to the shrines mentioned for this type, it has four shrines in the 
corners of the platform. 
 
9. In conclusion, let me cite two authors, who wrote about the same temple, as we now know. 
First, the words of the author of the VDh, who was so struck by the beauty of the magnificent 
Sarvatobhadra temple that he devoted a whole chapter to its description and wrote at the end: 
"This abode of Visnu... must be seen because the man who has seen it is released from all sins 
and attains merit" (87.63). Compare this to the words of Percy Brown, who concluded the 
discussion of the Visnu temple at Deogarh in his "Indian Architecture" as follows (1976: 50): 
"When complete, this building was unquestionably one of rare merit in the correct ordering of its 
parts, all alike serving the purpose of practical utility, yet imbued with supreme artistic feeling. 
Few monuments can show such a high level of workmanship, combined with a ripeness and rich 




                                                        
18 I would like to thank Dr. K. van Kooij (University of Utrecht) and Dr. Ellen Raven (University of Leiden) for a 
number of valuable suggestions. 
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malaka    a cogged massive ring-stone, put at the top of the sikhara 
kati  (lit. `a hip') an outer wall of the temple 
kuhara  a cave, niche 
garbha(grha)    a cella, shrine 
gavksa(ka)    (lit. `a bull's eye') a blind window 
jagat    (lit. `the earth, ground') a platform, plinth, socle 
jla    a net 
devagarbhagrha  a niche with an image of a deity (= devakostha) (?) 
bhitti    an inner wall, a wall of a shrine 
man~jar    (lit. `a cluster of blossoms') a type of superstructure 
mandapa    ̀ a pavilion', is used in the texts of the Gupta age in the  sense of `a portico, an 
entrance hall' 
vasudh    = jagat 
sikhara   ̀ a spire, tower', the name of a curvilinear superstructure 
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